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Abstract 6 
This article examines Professional Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) student teachers’ 7 
experiences on school placement through the lens of ‘community tensions’ and ‘micropolitics’. Based 8 
on the semi-structured interviews of 14 student teachers who were training to be secondary school 9 
teachers (of pupils aged 12-18), it argues that school placement is an undertaking with strong 10 
micropolitical dimensions that come into focus through the tensions that student teachers encounter in 11 
managing the occupational expectations that define the professional culture of the school. It also 12 
asserts that the experience of teaching in a school can be enhanced for student teachers if teacher 13 
educators, in universities and schools, help them to identify and navigate the tensions that are at play 14 
in the particular teaching community to which they are seeking to belong. The paper identifies four 15 
tensions and illustrates each with evidence from the qualitative data. It concludes by arguing that 16 
student teachers are also proactive participants in their own occupational socialisation and thus would 17 
benefit from developing the appropriate strategies in dealing with the micropolitical challenges that 18 
emerge in a school system where different interests are pursued. 19 
Keywords: micropolitics; system tensions/dualities; student teachers of secondary level; school 20 
placement. 21 
  22 
 Introduction 23 
Learning to teach, as a novice, has increasingly been conceptualised not simply as a matter of 24 
developing appropriate subject knowledge and of learning classroom skills (McNamara, 1996), but also 25 
of enculturation within an existing community of practising teachers (Craig, 2013). From such a 26 
perspective, newcomers develop understanding of the ways of thinking and practising that characterise 27 
a particular community (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2011). In situated learning terms, this is a 28 
transformational process of engaging in increasingly sophisticated and mature participation (Lave and 29 
Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 2002) and in moving centripetally from the periphery of a community to more 30 
central roles. In many countries, including Scotland where the research for this paper took place, 31 
student teachers undertake periods of learning both in the university context and in the practical context 32 
of a school. However, schools are busy workplaces (Davis and Sumara, 2001) and the process of 33 
learning to become a teacher is complex and uncertain (Hinchion and Hall, 2016). Negotiating the 34 
contradictions and difficulties embedded in schools as organisations therefore involves students in 35 
developing a range of capabilities beyond working solely with young learners (Toompalu et al, 2016). 36 
Student teachers learn by becoming members of the teaching community to which they become 37 
attached during placement – and much of what they learn is organisational socialisation (Cherubini, 38 
2009), a term that requires an understanding of the continual interplay between individual choice and 39 
situational constraint (Lassila and Uitto, 2016). Learning how to meet community expectations, while 40 
simultaneously fulfilling personal aspirations thus becomes a crucial component of student teachers’ 41 
ability to fit into the social system of a school as an organisation (Jokikokko et al, 2017).  42 
Seeking to integrate personal aspirations within the cultural expectations of what it means to be a 43 
teacher can be stressful however (Alsup, 2006) as student teachers have to confront the micropolitical 44 
nature of the school. Micropolitics is about power and how people use power to further their own 45 
interests and aims (Blase, 1997) and, as such, participating in a school placement is a political 46 
endeavour for student teachers (Zhu, Waxman, Rivera and Burlbaw, 2018). As well as experiencing 47 
co-operation and coalition-building (Tan, 2015), they may also encounter hostility, rivalry, struggle and 48 
conflict – the darker side of institutional life (Lukes, 2005). In productive placement communities, 49 
student teachers are supported in the process of balancing personal aspirations and understandings 50 
with institutional demands by a socially skilled school (Roberts and Graham, 2007) characterised by 51 
encouraging colleagues who draw them in to the community in a welcoming manner (Dewhurst and 52 
McMurtry, 2008; Johnston, 2010; Johnston, 2016) and who subsequently help them to become involved 53 
in community activity as a valued member engaged in important and valued work (Printy, 2008). 54 
However, ’occupational induction’ (Schempp et al, 1993) is rarely a smooth process and school 55 
placements can be problematic for many students who experience a sense of ‘struggle’ in reconciling 56 
the personal and the institutional (Pillen, Beijaard and den Brok, 2013). Donaldson (2011), in a 57 
comprehensive Review of Teacher Education in Scotland, reports that 23% of 2381 respondents claim 58 
to have had ‘variable or very poor’ placement experiences (p43). This reflects a more widespread 59 
concern about the potentially problematic nature of early teacher professional development (Day, Elliott 60 
and Kington, 2005). Zhu et al (2018), for example, describe the ‘intricate journey’ (p163) of Chinese 61 
 student teachers as they navigate the competing interests of other stakeholders, using strategic means 62 
to position themselves in ways that enable them to fulfil their personal ambitions as teachers, while 63 
often coming into tension with colleagues who were positioning them in different ways according to the 64 
expectations of the school. 65 
This paper argues that school placement is an undertaking with strong micropolitical dimensions that 66 
come into focus through the tensions that student teachers encounter in managing the occupational 67 
expectations that define the professional culture of the school (Valencia et al, 2009). It also argues that 68 
the experience of teaching in a school can be enhanced for student teachers if those supporting them 69 
help them to identify and navigate the tensions (Barab et al 2002) or dualities (Wenger,1998) that are 70 
at play in their particular teaching community. This necessitates teacher educators, both in university 71 
and in school, engaging in discussions around the micropolitical nature of the systemic tensions 72 
inherent in the communities of professional teachers to which students are seeking to belong (Uitto et 73 
al, 2015). It also implies student teachers developing the appropriate strategies in dealing with such 74 
challenges. In this study, working effectively as a student teacher is framed as a matter of fulfilling 75 
organisational expectations while simultaneously meeting one’s own needs as an individual, thus 76 
highlighting the interactive nature of socialisation (Zeichner and Tabachnick, 1985). 77 
Conceptual framework 78 
In order to make explicit the analytic framework within which the study was carried out, the concepts of 79 
community tensions will be analysed. Moreover, as it is argued that negotiating system tensions is 80 
essentially a micropolitical process, discussion of micropolitics will also be developed.  81 
Communities as systems: tensions/dualities 82 
Community is a rich, multi-faceted term which defies particular definition. Yet it has also been seen as 83 
a useful analytical tool with which to examine group and individual learning. Barab, Barret and Squire 84 
(2002) have argued that one analytical lens that has proved useful for interpreting community life is to 85 
characterise community dynamics in terms of system tensions (Engeström, 1999) or dualities (Wenger, 86 
1998). Engeström views tensions as an inevitable aspect of system activity characterised by 87 
overlapping yet conflicting activities that drive the dynamics of that system. For him, tensions are the 88 
focal points around which system activity comes into being. They drive system innovation through 89 
generating the desire in community participants to commit to finding solutions to the conflicting needs 90 
that develop in the system. Wenger (1998), too, has found analytical value in characterising 91 
communities in terms of the interplay between system dualities. A duality is a ‘single, conceptual unit 92 
that is formed by two inseparable and mutually constitutive elements whose inherent tensions and 93 
complementarity give the concept richness and dynamism’ (p66). The term implies two separate units 94 
of analysis but Wenger uses the notion of a distinction not to classify different things but to explain an 95 
inherent interplay (p68). They are not polar opposites but paired needs (Barab et al, 2002, p526) that 96 
are dialectically co-constitutive. The categories around which tensions in a system form do not exist 97 
along a linear continuum, but exist in continual relations, in constant transaction. They come into being 98 
together and exist mutually and reciprocally; one cannot be considered without taking into account its 99 
 interplay with the other. The challenge for researchers according to Barab et al (2002) is to try to 100 
understand this interplay; the challenge for those responsible for nurturing communities is to harness 101 
such understandings that are developed, in invigorating system dynamics in order to enhance learning.  102 
By way of illustration, Wenger gives examples of four dualities that are central to an understanding of 103 
community life: participation/reification; designed/emergent learning; local/global interaction; 104 
identification/negotiation. Barab, Makinster and Scheckler (2003), in their study of an on-line community 105 
add two more: on-line/face-to-face; coherence/diversity. In another paper, Barab, Barnett and Squire 106 
(2002) identify the core tensions characterising their study of a Community of Teachers as involving: 107 
the instructor as facilitator and gatekeeper; learning theory and doing practice; the portfolio as 108 
supporting reflection and as accountability device; stability and change. 109 
Micropolitics 110 
Micropolitics is a term used by educational writers (Hoyle, 1999; Blase, 1997; Ball, 2012) to capture the 111 
notion of the school as an organisation and of teachers as workers whose actions are strongly 112 
influenced by their different interests. Through this lens, teaching is less a technical endeavour and 113 
more a political one (Zhu et al, 2018) which necessitates reading and navigating the complex 114 
landscapes of roles, power, interests and norms within an organisation (Curry et al, 2008). Micropolitics 115 
refers to the strategies and tactics used by individuals and groups within the organisational structure to 116 
further their interests. Schempp et al (1993) see beginning teachers’ classroom responsibilities as 117 
having less to do with teaching children and more to do with juggling the multiple demands of a 118 
functioning institution. When teachers enter a school for the first time, they quickly become aware of 119 
the practices that are acceptable and unacceptable, what can be said and how, who the principal power 120 
brokers are and how they work and the values and attitudes that hold sway (Lassila et al, 2018). This 121 
is a ‘bewildering organisational landscape’ (Curry et al, 2008, p661). Kardos et al (2001, p254) talk of 122 
professional culture as, ‘the distinctive blend of norms, values and accepted modes of professional 123 
practice, both formal and informal that prevail among colleagues’ and of the need to develop ‘integrated 124 
cultures’ (ibid, p254) which recognise and address the micropolitical needs of the new teacher.  125 
New teachers learn these cultural codes as they interact with colleagues, pupils and senior managers, 126 
quickly building an understanding of the social expectations around their actions and attitudes. Within 127 
the norms of the group, individuals achieve identity; newcomers normally have to subscribe to the 128 
prevailing norms and ways of the group in order to build acceptance as a full member (Uitto et al, 2015). 129 
Kelchtermans and Ballet (2002) argue that the person of the teacher is at stake in micropolitical actions, 130 
with teachers engaged in a politics of identity, striving to be recognised and in the process developing 131 
an identity that is acknowledged and validated by others. While Ball (2012) sees schools as arenas of 132 
struggle, ideologically diverse and riven with actual or potential conflict, Kelchtermans and Ballet (2002) 133 
look at the power dimensions of schools as also including collaboration and coalition-building in order 134 
to achieve certain valued goals. They see micropolitics as central to the instituting of actions that aim 135 
at establishing, safeguarding or restoring the desired working conditions. Learning how to deal with the 136 
micropolitical realities of teaching involves developing micropolitical literacy – the ability to read 137 
situations through a micropolitical lens. In doing this effectively, a range of strategies are called on that 138 
 take account of the demands of the situation and the individuals’ notion of what appropriate working 139 
conditions might be like. Jokikkoko et al (2016) see an emotional dimension to developing micropolitical 140 
understanding, with an experiential aspect referring to the degree of satisfaction felt by the individual 141 
about his/her emotional literacy.  142 
Micropolitical issues have been largely ignored in teacher education programmes (Curry et al, 2008) 143 
but it has been argued (Tan, 2015) that their understanding should be more central to the learning of 144 
new teachers for a number of reasons. Without micropolitical sensitivity, beginning teachers cannot 145 
contribute to change/improvement processes, and are unable to fulfil expectations of their role as 146 
change agents. Helping new teachers to manoeuvre through the organisational milieu of their schools 147 
may also help stem attrition and improve retention (Curry et al, 2008). Nias (1996) says that new 148 
teachers may blunder into the new culture and so induction should focus on helping them to avoid being 149 
unnecessarily scarred. Hayes (1998) indicates that the effort involved in navigating the tricky waters of 150 
school placement can exert its emotional toll, and that being constantly at the mercy of those with 151 
greater power can detract from the important business of classroom teaching.  152 
Micropolitics as a lens for coming to understand the process of becoming a member of a teaching 153 
community has not been widely used in the research on student teacher school placement experiences, 154 
thus this paper addresses a gap in the Initial Teacher Education literature, adding to the existing 155 
knowledge base. 156 
This study aims to explore the student teachers’ micropolitical negotiation of community tensions during 157 
school placement by asking the question: What micropolitical tensions do PGDE students experience 158 
on school placement? In doing so it was hoped to shed light on the kind of dilemmas faced by student 159 
teachers on placement and the way these manifested themselves in the tensions between the complex 160 
competing demands on their decision-making.  161 
Context 162 
Scotland’s new teachers enter an all-graduate profession at the heart of which is the strongly held belief 163 
that the contribution of the university is a ‘fundamental requirement for high quality teacher education’ 164 
(Menter, 2017, p8). Teacher education is therefore led by higher education and is based in higher 165 
education (Gray and Weir, 2014), supported by partnership agreements with schools and local 166 
authorities to provide school placement opportunities. One of the key means of accessing the teaching 167 
profession, the PGDE (Professional Graduate Diploma in Education) was introduced in 2005 to 168 
supersede the PGCE (Post-Graduate Certificate in Education). The PGDE is a 36 week long 169 
programme, with 18 weeks in university and, in the university within which this research took place, 18 170 
weeks of teaching practice in two different schools. Students begin their school placement experiences 171 
in September, with an Enquiry period of orientation, where they learn about their host school and carry 172 
out a range of tasks in preparation for their first extended, continuous block of five weeks’ teaching in 173 
November. A second block of three weeks’ continuous teaching in the same school takes place in 174 
January. University classes are interspersed within these placements. A second placement in a new 175 
school begins in February, with 5 weeks of teaching, and a three-week continuous block in May/June 176 
 completes their school placement experiences. Again, students move between university and school in 177 
blocks of time which enable them to work on building links between theory and practice.  178 
Research Process 179 
In response to a general email call, 14 PGDE students (9 female and 5 male) volunteered to take part, 180 
providing evidence through semi-structured interviews of approximately one hour’s duration at the 181 
completion of their course. The students were training to become secondary school teachers (of pupils 182 
aged 12-18) and the sample comprised 8 English students, 3 Maths, 2 Science and 1 Social Subjects 183 
students. All were between the ages of 25 and 35.   184 
Data Analysis 185 
Interviews pursued a series of questions enquiring into dilemmas faced by students on placement 186 
where their individual aspirations came into conflict with situational expectations. Students were also 187 
asked to express their reactions to the tensions they experienced. All fourteen interviews were 188 
transcribed and, following thematic analysis, extended chunks of texts where students referred to the 189 
more problematic aspects of their placement were manually highlighted in order to determine the most 190 
intensely experienced aspects of their placement. Particular attention was placed on data revealing 191 
instances where dilemmas arose and where students had to make decisions in order to address the 192 
tensions implicit in making decisions where answers are not necessarily straightforward. The 193 
contradictory nature of student teachers’ experiences was focused on specifically and, commensurate 194 
with the theoretical positioning around community tensions, these contradictions were brought together 195 
in a tightly coupled pairing during the process of analysis.  196 
It was believed that this method would have more explanatory force than capturing the nature of the 197 
students’ problematic experience in separate codes. This was because of the closely linked relationship 198 
between the two concepts. To illustrate with an example, students often identified the importance of 199 
fitting in to the ways of working that characterised a particular department’s modus operandi. But they 200 
also reported that they were expected to bring something of themselves to the placement, in addition 201 
to something new that host teachers might learn from. The inherent tension here became the basis of 202 
the first duality, ‘continuity and innovation’. This tension was explored further by looking for a range of 203 
different experiences to provide a more nuanced account of the different ways in which this tension 204 
played out among the different student participants. Four tensions were identified in all and these are 205 
extrapolated in the results section below. While it is accepted that the nature of a small, purposive 206 
sample meant that making generalisations beyond the group is problematic, it is hoped that those 207 
reading the results will be able to recognise something of their own experiences in the depiction of the 208 
multiple realities of the participant group. It is also accepted that problematic experiences alone were 209 
focused on for the purposes of this paper. However, future research should also consider the more 210 
positive, coalition building aspects of students’ interactions within their subject departments, seeking to 211 
understand how tensions can be productive (Ward et al, 2011) as well as inhibitive. 212 
 Results 213 
Tension 1: Continuity and Innovation 214 
One of the essential tensions in being a student teacher on placement involved the interplay between 215 
continuity and innovation. Students informed us that when they entered their department for the first 216 
time, they very quickly became aware of their presence as a newcomer within a context that has a 217 
history to which they have no prior knowledge. There were student reports in the data that ‘trying to find 218 
one’s way’ in this complex situation could lead to problems, as there was potential to ‘put one’s foot in 219 
it’ (Participant A, English), as one struggled to understand the nature of the community to which one 220 
was trying to belong. In order to fit in to the new environment, students regularly alluded to experiencing 221 
pressures on them to do things the same way as colleagues. ‘It makes life easier if you adopt similar 222 
views and attitudes to the most experienced members of the team’ (Participant C, English). The drive 223 
to move from outsider to insider was a strong one then; to become ‘one of us’ rather than ‘one of them’ 224 
(Participant F, Science). This involved making the transition within the team a seamless one, 225 
maintaining the continuity of existing practices by undertaking activity in a similar manner to that of more 226 
established members. Data revealed that some students felt ‘under pressure’ to adopt pedagogical 227 
practices that were the same as their class teacher – in terms of teaching strategies, resources, 228 
methods of assessment, and ways of working with young learners: 229 
‘I was sort of told that, em, just the way that I was doing things was wrong, she 230 
had a very definite way of organising things, the class had to sit exactly like this,  231 
they had to have their ten minutes of private reading at the beginning and I had  232 
to let them out a row at a time.  I was told that if I messed about with the way that 233 
she did things, you know, it would take her a year to get them on track again.  I  234 
thought, well, you know, as far as I’m concerned I’m here to try out new things 235 
but I didn’t feel I got the chance to do that’. (Participant B, English) 236 
Students simultaneously indicated that one of the things that experienced teachers often expected was 237 
their willingness to bring into the department new ways of working, new ideas and materials. For student 238 
teachers in the study, therefore, there was a tension between fitting in through maintaining practices 239 
that have come to characterise teachers’ personal ways of working over time, and doing things 240 
differently in order to reinvigorate colleagues and their manner of engagement with pupils. This is a 241 
tension between continuity and innovation.  242 
Finding the balance was problematic for 11 of the students. They reported that if one was overly focused 243 
on doing things the same way as more experienced teachers, this might impact on the capacity one 244 
had to find one’s own style, to fulfil one’s own goals in being a particular kind of teacher – ‘a teacher 245 
who makes a difference by trying to be different’ (Participant M, English). The data regularly evidenced 246 
students expressing a vision of the kind of teacher they would like to be, of the kind of ways of working 247 
that they would like to adopt in their classrooms, of the kind of relationship they would like to have with 248 
their young learners. But there was evidence, too, that if their practices were overly different, this could 249 
lead to difficulties in the decisions they had to make as to how they should move forward in meeting 250 
their personal aspirations: 251 
 ‘My problem was should I stick to the established ways of doing things and risk going 252 
against my ideals, or should I risk becoming alienated by doing things my way?’ 253 
(Participant A, English) 254 
Data revealed 11 of the students wrestling with their individual needs to find a personal style that suited 255 
their teaching vision, while simultaneously fitting in to established ways of working. This involved 256 
students in making micropolitical decisions around the need to balance institutional expectations with 257 
personal goals. The results of these decisions had consequences around the extent to which students 258 
felt they would be validated by host colleagues, to the extent that a number of students expressed 259 
concerns that their capacity to pass the placement might be at stake if they didn’t get the balance right:  260 
‘and it was awkward when teachers had very set ideas about how they wanted things 261 
done, and they wanted them done in the way that they would do them so rather than 262 
sort of empowering you and getting you to sort of open up and try new things you were 263 
too frightened to try the things that you wanted because you were frightened it was 264 
going to come back at you in some way, if it went wrong then suddenly, you know god 265 
forbid that it would all go wrong, but if it did you’d be frightened that it would go back on 266 
you and they’d fail you’.  (Participant J, Social Subjects) 267 
This tension was played out along different lines in a number of student teacher narratives – in terms 268 
of pedagogical dilemmas in particular. Pedagogic tensions emerged around the content that students 269 
should teach and how they should teach this. Students talked about their anxieties around planning 270 
materials that did not meet their class teachers’ expectations. There was other evidence of what one 271 
student referred to as ‘a clash of cultures’ (Participant L, English): using learning resources from 272 
university readings that teachers didn’t trust – for example DARTs (Directed Activities Related to Texts) 273 
instead of comprehension exercises; or oral work instead of written exercises; or using approaches that 274 
teachers felt were ineffective (group work instead of individual exercises); or even bringing in new 275 
assessment procedures related to formative assessment methodologies  such as learning intentions, 276 
success criteria and self and peer assessment.  277 
The data showed evidence that students’ confidence could be undermined if they were unable to bring 278 
into alignment these co-present needs – to fulfil community expectations while meeting personal 279 
aspirations: 280 
‘Sometimes I came out of her classes absolutely drained and sort of worried, you know, 281 
my God, what’s she going to say to the Head of department about me, you know, I’m 282 
awful at this. I just can’t do what it is she’s asking me to do’. (Participant C, English) 283 
Six other students made reference to worrying about failing their final report if they did not adhere to 284 
the practical norms expected by their teacher mentors. 285 
 286 
 Tension 2: being a learner and being a teacher 287 
Another important tension emerged in the interplay between the contrasting roles that students were 288 
expected to play in the school. On the one hand students were expected to be learners. Learning was 289 
often given a high priority in terms of reflective practice, with emphasis on the need to make 290 
improvements and on keeping an open mind in order to do things more effectively as the placement 291 
progressed. Students who were positioned by colleagues as learners were not expected to be fully 292 
fledged practitioners right from the start and, as novices, were expected to make mistakes. On the other 293 
hand, student teachers were often given responsibility for teaching classes quite quickly and soon 294 
realised that they had to be a credible teaching presence in the classes to which they were assigned. 295 
It was thus important to their success in the classroom that they were quickly seen by class teachers 296 
and pupils alike as ‘real’ or ‘proper’ teachers. Making mistakes or doing things wrong could have a 297 
deleterious effect on their relationship with pupils –and potentially with their host teachers – particularly 298 
if classes were senior ones with important exams looming.  One student (Participant D, Maths) admitted 299 
to ‘huge pressure’ in ensuring that the class teacher wouldn’t have to ‘pick up the pieces’ after she had 300 
returned to university, especially if pupil learning had been hampered. 301 
Overemphasis on being a learner compromised the student’s status as teacher in important ways – if 302 
there were too few opportunities to teach a range of classes, for example. There was evidence in the 303 
data of teaching timetables that students were given that were light in terms of teaching opportunities. 304 
Sometimes students (6 out of 8 English students) were not given the senior classes, thus impinging on 305 
their confidence in teaching the full range of pupils. Sometimes students (9 out of 14 participants) were 306 
not given the more ‘difficult’ classes, thus being protected from the kind of challenges that they would 307 
face as fully registered teachers. The reasons for such decisions were often understandable, with the 308 
students accepting that as learners they did not have the experience to manage all situations, but the 309 
consequences actually impacted negatively on the student’s sense of him/herself as teacher. As one 310 
student said, ‘How can I be a real teacher if I’m not given a real teacher’s load?’ (Participant K, English). 311 
Most students in the sample (13 out of 14 participants) expressed the wish to learn in real life situations, 312 
even if these were challenging. 313 
But sometimes the emphasis was overly on being a teacher – to the detriment of being a learner. This 314 
could happen if students were allocated too many classes, with the expectation to ‘get on with it’. Some 315 
students encountered what they viewed as a ‘sink or swim’ approach’. As one said, ‘The Head’s attitude 316 
was you’re either a teacher or you’re not and the only way to find out was to be pitched in at the deep 317 
end’ (Participant G, Science). Some class teachers very quickly withdrew from contact with the student 318 
and there was evidence of teachers failing to monitor the student’s management of the class, giving 319 
little in the way of feedback on taught lessons: 320 
‘I had an example where I was handed over her class and she told me she had no 321 
intention of going anywhere near the classroom and disappeared for the entire time 322 
that I was there.  So I did have power entirely handed over to me but I also had no 323 
sense whether I was using it right because I wasn’t getting any feedback from her.  I 324 
was being given no reassurance about my performance and I felt that she just washed 325 
 her hands of the class for the duration I was there, and that wasn’t a good feeling either’. 326 
(Participant L, English) 327 
Over-emphasis on ‘being a real teacher in the real world’ (Participant A, English) impinged negatively 328 
on some students’ capacity to learn how to be a better teacher, leaving them often feeling lost and 329 
demotivated. Being an effective learner in such situations was hard to achieve and the negative impact 330 
on the student teacher’s sense of self as teacher could be detrimental to progress: 331 
‘I know a lot of students are put in a classroom and left to it.  I’d rather know that what 332 
I was doing was all right or not to do it again because at least that way you know where 333 
you should be going.  You need that feedback and you need to know that you’re doing 334 
okay.  I think that has a huge impact on how you thrive in your placement’. (Participant 335 
N, Maths) 336 
All students expressing such views were asked if they felt able to communicate their anxieties to their 337 
host teachers and whether they felt able to ask them to be more present in classrooms, but each of the 338 
six involved indicated that they did not have the confidence to enter into such negotiations due to fears 339 
about their final report. 340 
Tension 3: Autonomy and Collegiality 341 
Students accepted that, in order to demonstrate their skills as teachers, they had to manage classes 342 
independent of the presence of the class teacher. This enabled them to develop a credible teaching 343 
presence with pupils. In many cases, as we have already seen, students valued highly their class 344 
teachers’ favourable comments on their capacity to ‘get on with it’ without asking too many questions 345 
or without bothering them too much. But students also realised that being independent in the classroom 346 
could only get them so far in supporting their progression as teachers. They realised that the best way 347 
to learn in the longer term was to build collegial relations with class teachers in getting feedback on 348 
their planning and on their teaching performance. If the pull of autonomy was too strong, this could be 349 
detrimental to their confidence in developing a sense that what they were doing was in fact meeting the 350 
department’s expectations of a student teacher. On the other hand, being perceived by colleagues as 351 
too independent by not consulting with the class teacher could also become problematic, with 352 
perceptions of students as unwilling to share plans leading to allegations of lack of commitment. ‘The 353 
Principal Teacher thought I was a slacker, but he didn’t even know what I was doing with his class most 354 
of the time as he expected me to work on my own – a very confusing situation’. (Participant G, Science) 355 
Yet, on the other hand, being in excessive contact could be judged as being too needy. Students could 356 
be viewed as asking too many questions, spending too much time seeking the support and help of more 357 
experienced colleagues who were busy with other priorities. Such students felt that there was thus the 358 
danger of being perceived as being a ‘hassle’, as being ‘overly high maintenance’ and as being a 359 
‘burden’ (Participant N, Maths). There was a fine line between working autonomously and working 360 
collegially, with over emphasis on either potentially getting the student into difficulties. The dilemma 361 
here was how one could prove one’s mettle as a real teacher who adds positively to the department by 362 
managing all one’s responsibilities competently and professionally without too much help, while 363 
 simultaneously proving to others that one still has a lot to learn and is prepared to work alongside others 364 
collegially. Learning to navigate such tensions successfully was crucial to success on placement, 365 
requiring considerable interpersonal skill in complex, social situations. Seven of the students felt that 366 
they did not have the skills or the confidence necessary to do this effectively. 367 
Tension 4: Proactivity and Receptivity 368 
The above tension often worked itself out in terms of a related pull between proactivity and 369 
receptiveness. Evidence from student reports suggested that many teachers wanted them to ‘seize the 370 
initiative’ in order to ‘grab opportunities to get the most out of the placement’, to ‘look for openings’ and 371 
to ‘take their chance to make a difference to the dept and to children’s learning’ (Participant A, English). 372 
They wanted students to ‘try out new ideas’ and to ‘find their own style of teaching’, to ‘do things their 373 
way in order to stamp a mark on classes’ (Participant I, Maths). Yet being overly proactive could be 374 
threatening to some teachers who were intimidated by what became perceived as the student’s naive 375 
enthusiasm. Students, in their own words, could be ‘too energetic’, ‘too forward’, ‘too much in their face’. 376 
They could also be ‘too confident in the staffroom’ (Participant G, Science).  377 
Being too receptive, however, could mean being perceived as being too passive, as ‘sponging off the 378 
dept without bringing enough of your own ideas into play’, as one student confessed (Participant J, 379 
Social Subjects). Students had to be active agents, but not too proactive in case they alienated some 380 
teachers with their overenthusiastic exuberance; they had to be receptive to advice, but not too much 381 
in case they were criticised for not coming forward with their own ideas sufficiently.  Again they had to 382 
tread a fine line between being proactive enough to demonstrate their commitment, dedication and 383 
creativity, and receptive enough to show that they were willing listeners who still had a lot to learn. The 384 
consequences of problems in negotiating this tension manifested themselves in relational terms, with 385 
reports of strained relationships and tense interactions (in 7 out of 14 participants). In such situations, 386 
a small number of students (4 out of 14) reported high levels of stress and discomfort and this impacted 387 
further on their capacity to get the most from the placement – by being fearful about asking questions, 388 
seeking feedback, taking risks, making suggestions, contributing new ideas or personal opinions. 389 
Representative of this was a student (Participant H, English) who said, ‘How can you have professional 390 
discussions with your mentor when the atmosphere is so strained and tense?’. When professional 391 
relationships were tense, students admitted that it made building a sense of belonging to the team very 392 
hard. Four participants explicitly made reference to never really being able to feel at home in their 393 
department. 394 
Discussion and Implications 395 
Being a student on placement is thus hard micropolitical work that involves negotiating the tensions 396 
inherent in the school as an organisational system. There may be particular problems in terms of 397 
managing the relationships with more experienced colleagues (Lassila and Uitto, 2016), within wider 398 
practices that may be hard to commit to. These tensions manifest themselves most acutely in those 399 
interactions between student and host teachers characterised by difference, where different teachers 400 
hold different values, attitudes and expectations and where adjusting to these differences may involve 401 
 the student in making complex decisions with particularly important consequences as regards 402 
colleagues’ evaluations of them. The cost of misjudging situations or getting the balancing of the 403 
tensions wrong could lead to relational difficulties, hindering the good relationships which are at the 404 
heart of successful placement experiences (Lassila et al, 2018). The most significant problems 405 
highlighted in the study tended to materialise when the aspirations, attitudes and practices of the 406 
individual student teacher came into conflict with the ways of thinking and acting characteristic of those 407 
in the community to which the student was trying to become affiliated (Pillen et al, 2013). This was 408 
exacerbated when an inability to resolve these tensions prevented the student from ever fully fitting in 409 
(Jones, 2005) or developing feelings of belonging (Johnston, 2010). There were emotional 410 
consequences, too in such situations (Yuan and Lee, 2016), with students expressing increased anxiety 411 
and a decrease in confidence levels (Olsen, 2010). Such vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2005; Shanks, 412 
2014) made them less likely to maintain contact with host teachers, lessening their opportunities for 413 
engaging in professional discussion and thus for asking questions, gaining advice, securing feedback 414 
and ultimately for making judgments about their progress on the placement.  415 
There are implications for all those involved in supporting student teachers. University tutors could 416 
capitalise on the findings of this research study by ensuring a focus on ‘learning about teaching’ as well 417 
as ‘learning how to teach’ (Kuzmic, 1994), preparing students to consider schools as organisations and 418 
as sites of potential tension (Pearce and Morrison, 2011). This might involve sustained exploration of 419 
co-operating teachers’ interests and how these inform school and departmental norms, practices, 420 
values and attitudes. In the context of enquiry around the organisational realities of schools, work could 421 
usefully be undertaken at University around the importance of developing appropriate strategies and 422 
practices in order to take account of the micropolitical tensions that characterise life in an educational 423 
institution (Curry et al, 2008). Helping students to build knowledge and understanding of the way power 424 
is exercised in their school could be an important contribution to the way they go about negotiating their 425 
place within the school. University input - around how to go about ensuing that students fit in to the 426 
mores of the school, while still stamping their own mark on the placement – is essential here. Students 427 
need to be aware of the importance of impression management (Maynard, 2001) in their host school 428 
and how processes of self-presentation impact on their capacity to learn effectively on and from 429 
placement. Being sensitive to the micropolitical landscape of their host school (Kelchtermans and Ballet, 430 
2002) is key to the student teacher’s success and should be a focus of on-going attention at university.  431 
Schools, through their supporting teachers, can help students to manage the tensions revealed in this 432 
article by broadening the focus beyond the classroom skills that student teachers need to develop to 433 
achieve acceptable standards of competence. Host teachers could see their role as also encompassing 434 
the important task of helping student teachers to interpret and respond appropriately to the school’s 435 
organisational culture (Correa et al, 2015). Sharing the school’s expectations around ‘how we do things 436 
here’ and ‘how you need to work to be effective here’ could be a vital part of host teachers’ 437 
responsibilities, and a focus could also be placed on helping student teachers to manage the tricky 438 
process of working with teachers who may have very different expectations of their student and different 439 
ways of working. If teacher colleagues can help students to marry community aspirations with the 440 
 student’s own personal goals (Lassila et al, 2018), they will have gone a long way to providing the basis 441 
of a productive placement for students. Supporting teachers can also help student teachers to realise 442 
their own goals and aspirations by treating them as individuals with differing needs and purposes 443 
(Dewhurst and McMurtry, 2006). 444 
Student teachers, finally, should remember that they are not passive recipients of the school’s culture 445 
(Uitto et al, 2015) but rather, proactive contributors to their own organisational socialisation (Jokikkoko, 446 
2017) and that their actions affect the outcomes of their placement in significant ways (Bullough et al, 447 
1989). Making purposeful decisions around the systemic tensions that have been described in this 448 
article will enable them to develop the confidence to get the most from the learning opportunities 449 
afforded by their placement school. They need to read the cultural codes inscribed in the school 450 
(Sparkes, 1989) by tuning into the ways of working, belief systems and power dynamics that underpin 451 
and drive the school. Sympathetic understanding of these will enable them to position themselves more 452 
astutely as professional agents within the system (Turnbull, 2005), enabling them to come across to 453 
host teachers in ways that meet the expectations of the school. Students will also require skill in building 454 
strategies of compromise which will enable them simultaneously to fulfil the expectations of their 455 
teachers, while also being true to their personal vision of practice (Lassila et al, 2018). They will need 456 
to find ways of balancing the need to be a learner with the equally important requirement of being 457 
accepted as a teacher, ensuring that they are able to carry out all their responsibilities independently 458 
and making a positive contribution to the school, while also working productively within a team situation. 459 
This is complex, demanding and highly skilled work and involves an approach to learning that positions 460 
student teachers as requiring capabilities far beyond the learning of classroom skills (McNamara, 1996). 461 
Being micropolitically aware is not one of the competences that students have to demonstrate in order 462 
to achieve the Standard for Provisional Registration in Scotland (GTCS, 2012), but the research around 463 
which this paper has been constructed suggests that it should be granted greater significance. Placing 464 
closer emphasis on the tensions or dualities that characterise life in a teaching community and helping 465 
students to manage these tensions is something that all of us with a stake in the education of beginning 466 
teachers should take seriously.  467 
 468 
  469 
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 Appendix:  621 
Main Themes Sub-Themes Supporting quotations 










Finding the balance: 
Established ways of working v 





Fear of failure 
‘It makes life easier if you adopt similar 
views and attitudes to the most 
experienced members of the team’ V ‘I  
thought, well, you know, as far as I’m 
concerned I’m here to try out new 
things’ 
 
‘she had a very definite way of 
organising things, the class had to sit 
exactly like this,  
they had to have their ten minutes of 
private reading at the beginning and I 
had to let them out a row at a time’ V ‘I 
wanted to do it my way and be a teacher 
who makes a difference by trying to be 
different’ 
 
‘you were too scared to try the things 
that you wanted because you were 
frightened it was going to come back at 
you in some way’ 
Tension 2: Being a learner and 
being a teacher 
 
 
Being a novice v being 




Making mistakes v not 




Being left to it v too few 
opportunities to be a teacher 
‘being a newcomer, you immediately 
had a sense of not being as good as 
everyone else’ V ‘you have to get in 
there quickly and show you’re a real 
teacher’ 
 
‘when you’re inexperienced you expect 
to make mistakes’ V ‘my teacher was 
terrified she’d have to pick up the pieces 
when I left and that the learning of her 
class would be ruined’ 
 
‘I know a lot of students are put in a 
classroom and left to it’ V ‘How can I be 
a real teacher if I’m not given a real 
teacher’s load?’ 




Being independent v requiring 
feedback and support 
 
 
Being too independent  v not 
being too needy 
 
Managing responsibility v 
showing willingness to learn 
collegially 
‘I wanted to be perceived as being able 
to get on with it and stand on my own 
two feet’ V ‘the best way to learn is by 
getting good feedback and support’ 
 
‘if you don’t consult with your teachers, 
it can rebound on you’ V ‘you can be 
seen as a hassle and overly high 
maintenance’ 
 
‘it’s important to manage all that’s asked 
of you competently’ V ‘you have to show 
you’re able to work alongside them’ 









Being a willing listener v not 




Being an active agent v not 
being too confident 
‘she wanted me to grab opportunities to 
get the most out of the placement’ V ‘I 
was too energetic for them I think. Too 
confident in the staffroom’ 
 
‘they needed me to show I was keen to 
listen to show I had a lot to learn still’ V 
‘you were given the feeling that you 
were sponging off the department 
without bringing enough of your own 
ideas into play’ 
 
‘They said I should try out new ideas 
and do things my way to stamp a mark 
on classes’ V ‘you can’t be too forward 
or too much in their face’ 
Table 1: Identifying the Key Themes with supporting quotations 622 
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study. 623 
